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Design Pedagogy Special Interest Group of
DRS
Michael TOVEY
This is the second symposium organised jointly by the Design Research Society and
CUMULUS. The two organizations complement each other. CUMULUS is the
International Association of Universities and Colleges of Art, Design and Media. It is a
non-profit organization consisting of 165 universities and colleges of art, design and
media from 43 countries. Cumulus was founded in 1990 and since then has been acting
as an umbrella for many purposes and numerous projects for education and research
of art, design and media. The Design Research Society is a multi-disciplinary learned
society for the design research community worldwide. The DRS was founded in 1966
and facilitates an international design research network in around 40 countries.
The Design Research Society has three main aims. It focuses on recognising design
as a creative act, common to many disciplines. It has the intention of understanding
research and its relationship with education and practice. Then there is the overall aim
of advancing the theory and practice of design. The membership of DRS is international.
The Society’s Special Interest Group in Design Pedagogy is one of five in the society.
It aims to bring together design researchers, teachers and practitioners, and others
responsible for the delivery of design education, and to clarify and develop the role of
design research in providing the theoretical underpinning for design education. These
aims are not directed simply at one type of design education, but are intended to
include all ages. However as the current membership of DRS is predominantly from
universities inevitably the conference stream has concentrated on design education at
that level.
The first DRS/CUMULUS Symposium was held in Paris in 2011. Its overarching aim
was to explore how innovation in education is informed by and is informing design
research. The symposium focused on design education, innovation in general education
through design, and on innovation in business and engineering education through
design integration. There was a particular emphasis on developing research in the area
of Design Pedagogy. It was successful and it marked the point at which the Design
Pedagogy Special Interest Group became could be said to be established as an effective
force in design research.
This was consolidated at the DRS Biennial Conference in July 2012 in Bangkok.
Papers aligned with SIGs were streamed through the conference programme. The
Design Pedagogy stream consisted of 24 papers which was a strong representation
within the conference. They focused on teaching and assessment, education and
learning, design methods and processes, design approaches, cognition and creativity,
and design culture, with papers grouped accordingly. Attendance at the sessions was
good with informed and lively discussion.
In recognition of the strength of the papers at the conference, 8 of them were
selected to form the basis of a special issue of the Design and Technology Education
Journal. It was edited by Erik Bohemia and Mike Tovey and it included a review of the
conference and an editorial which related the developments in design pedagogy in
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higher education which the papers focused upon, to the wider issues of design teaching
at the school level.
This second DRS/CUMULUS conference builds on these developments and develops
them into new areas. Its theme of design learning for tomorrow encompassing design
education from kindergarten to PhD is large and ambitious. The conference is intended
to be an international springboard for sharing ideas and concepts about contemporary
design education research. It is open to different facets of contemporary approaches to
such research in any aspect and discipline of design education.
The context for this is set well by the organizers who say:
‘Designed artefacts and solutions influence our lives and values, both from a
personal and societal perspective. Designers, decision makers, investors and consumers
hold different positions in the design process, but they all make choices that will
influence our future visual and material culture. To promote sustainability and meet
global challenges for the future, professional designers are dependent on critical
consumers and a design literate general public. For this purpose design education is
important for all. We propose that design education in general education represents
both a foundation for professional design education and a vital requirement for
developing the general public competence for informed decision making.’
This is a powerful and energising assertion for all of us involved in research in design
pedagogy. It is possible that you could argue that this is what is needed, for despite a
richness of activity, the number of journal papers on design pedagogy research could
be higher. In a ranking of design research journals (Gemser et al, 2012) Design Studies
was placed first. In the last year it has published only three papers on design pedagogy.
This is better than the second placed journal, Design Issues, which has none, or another
highly rated publication, The Design Journal which also has none. A challenge for
scholars of research in design pedagogy is to achieve a greater impact amongst our
journals.
Design research is not the same as research in some other disciplines. (Ref) In a
fundamental science such as physics if research stops then effectively the discipline
comes to a halt. If there is no physics research then there is no physics. Design is not
like that. If design research were to stop then design would continue, more or less
regardless. Designers would continue designing things, and probably the world would
notice no difference. It would seem that design research is not central to design
practice.
Design research is an activity which is directed to exploring and understanding the
nature of design, its processes and methods. It has loftier academic aspirations than
the data gathering part of the design process. It is usually undertaken by academics,
and it is expected to conform to conventional standards of academic scholarship and
rigour. Design research is clearly necessary for the academic respectability of the
discipline.
One of the purposes of design education within schools is to equip students with
the information and capabilities they need if they are to apply to study design at a
university. It is an intention which probably applies to a minority of the students, but it
is important nonetheless. In schools design education overall has to achieve much
more and its broader reach is extremely important. It is important that research into
design pedagogy should also have this wider relevance.
The recently published ‘Design and Designing: a Critical Introduction’ (editors S.
Garner and C. Evans) is intended to provide an overview of design for those at school
who are considering embarking on a university or college education in design. It
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consists of a collection of essays from a large number of contributors each concerned
with a different aspect of design. In the first chapter for example Tovey asserts that the
purpose of design education at this level is to provide students with a passport to enter
the community of practice of professional design (Tovey 2012). For a significant time
this has been the intention of practice based design education. Many students have the
ambition of achieving a level of capability to function as designers in the professional
world. In order to reach this standard they need to demonstrate a level of professional
‘polish’ and presentation to match that of the practising designer. However Tovey also
argues that the most fundamental quality they need is one of creativity. The key to
their achieving this lies in their abilities to think in a solution focused way employing
visuo-spatial intellectual abilities. The ability to engage in creative thinking, and more
particularly the creative synthesising of ideas through design thinking, is the most
important capability required to enter the community of professional practice.
These are capabilities which need development from an early age. Abilities such as
tackling problems with a solution focus, and thinking visuo-spatially are not developed
ab intitio at university and college level. It has been argued that spatial ability is a
fundamental form of intelligence along with others such a numerical and literary
abilities.(Gardner, 1984) Cross has gone further in suggesting that designerly thinking
might be a basic form of intelligence (Cross, 2006). Although the case for such a view is
not proven, it is a productive stance to take as it helps to identify and clarify features of
the nature of design ability and it offers a framework for understanding and developing
it. What seems to be generally agreed is that these underlying capabilities are ones
which need to be nurtured early and developed, not only as the basis for studying
design but also to equip students with abilities needed across a range of occupations.
As the organizers of this conference propose design education can make a vital
contribution to the development of the general public competence for informed
decision making. Thus design education can be seen to have a wide remit in both
providing the next generation of designers, and developing competence in decision
making more generally. If it is to meet these challenges then research into design
pedagogy has a crucial role in supporting the development of innovative and effective
design teaching.
Michael TOVEY
Convenor of the DSR Design Pedagogy Special Interest Group (PedSIG)
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